father had written off New Orleans as 'a barren field for [folk] collection [....]" [….] "At that time," Lomax said, "jazz was my worst enemy. Through the forces of radio, it was wiping out the music that I cared about-American traditional folk music." (Szwed 9) Lomax believed that " [o] ur western mass-production and communication systems are inadvertently destroying the languages, traditions, cuisines, and creative styles that once gave every people and every locality a distinctive character-indeed their principal reason for living" (FSSC 4); he felt the job of folklorists was to "redress the balance a bit" (Selected Writings 174), to be "the champions of the ordinary people of the world who aren't backed up by printing presses, radio chains, and B29's" (SW 115). Lomax very much likes to think of authentic music as possessing great power for musicians and listeners both. Inauthentic music, on the other hand, is in large part responsible for the cultural "grey-out" he sees in progress. For Lomax, jazz epitomized the commercial music against which he defined-and which, he felt, threatened-authentic (i.e., folk) culture.
Of his decision to record Morton, Lomax claims, "I looked at him with considerable suspicion. But I thought, I'd take this cat on, and . . . see how much folk music a jazz musician knows" (qtd. in Szwed 9). Needless to say, the results were worth keeping, and Lomax's imagination was captured. Lomax recalls that " [t] he first recording began by [my] asking if he knew 'Alabama Bound.' He 1 Lomax's telling of the project's origins may or may not be strictly true; as Szwed notes in his booklet, Lomax's accounts of the project's origins tend to be "a bit compressed" (12), and in the "Prelude" to Mister Jelly Roll, Lomax attributes to himself the suggestion to Morton that he should "maybe keep playing piano while you talk" (xix). In any case, the interviews do not represent an improvised narrative; Morton had prepared various notes and plans for his recordings, some of which are included in the Rounder materials.
(especially suffering), spontaneous genesis, and authentic, organic creation. Morton is a survivor, Lomax reasons; though he once had commercial success, he has been "living in a very cruel environment." Furthermore, what Morton produces is not calculated, according to Lomax's telling (it "came out of nowhere"), nor is it simply informative-Morton just "half clos [es] his eyes" and emotes; the result is less like speech than "like a line from the blues" (the epitome of authenticity in Lomax's estimation).
2 Because Lomax's conception of authenticity is firmly rooted in the eighteenth-century philosophical ideal, 3 origination in the performer's emotional self-contact is the most essential criterion of "authentic" music for him. The "Prelude" of Mister Jelly Roll is devoted to establishing the emotional credentials of
Morton and his narrative. Lomax explains that this was "a new way of writing history…-history with music cues, the music evoking recollection and poignant feeling-history intoned out of the heart of one man, sparkling with dialogue and purple with ego" (xix). Morton's speech is once again described as "almost…a slow blues" (xix). As for Morton himself, Lomax emphasizes that Morton is no pampered 2 Consulting nearly any page of The Land Where the Blues Began will quickly confirm for the reader Lomax's high esteem for the blues; he considers it "America's most moving song tradition" (LWBB 286), among "the most important and original contributions to American folk song" (SW 62). 3 In short, as Charles Taylor explains in Ethics of Authenticity, this is the idea articulated by Herder (but also drawing on Rousseau) that "each of us has an original way of being human" and are "called upon to live … in this way, and not in imitation of anyone else's"; this "accords crucial moral importance to a kind of contact with myself, with my own inner nature" Creoles, who performed the original act of creation…. All these men knew each other. As boys they followed the parades together or, split into neighborhood gangs and fought bloody rock fights in the alleys.
Later they wove together the complex fabric of hot jazz, an American creation at first scorned by the aesthetes and banned by the moralists.
(xx)
But even as he begins to accept jazz as communal, as defiant and nonconformistcertainly as more than commercial (at least initially)-still Lomax can't quite bring himself to accept jazz as entirely authentic. He goes on to say that "[t]oday jazz lends its color to most American music and to a great deal of the popular music of the world, as well" (xx), and this is far from a positive development: "Jazz, in this sense, is one of the marvels of the century-a marvel that has spawned a monster-a monster entertainment industry, feeding upon jazz, growing gigantic and developing a score of interlocking colossal bodies whose million orifices pour out each week the stuff of our bartered dreams" (xxi). To Lomax, jazz started out right, but became an example of what can go wrong; he continues to associate it with that cultural machine which he sees "fill[ing] our human skies with the smog of the phoney and cut [ting] the families of men off from a vision of their own cultural constellations…. imposing a few standardized, mass-produced and cheapened cultures everywhere" (FSSC 4).
Jazz has become the "phoney" music which sickens the worlds' cultures, and it has created a "monster" of an industry to perpetuate and accelerate this process.
Lomax's conflicted feelings are also manifest even in his more general treatment of race in Mister Jelly Roll. Lomax is less interested in understanding
Morton's take on his life or the music 7 than in presenting a picture of jazz as "the product and resolution of painful class tensions between 'lower' American Blacks and 'upper' French-speaking mulattos" (MJR xvi) and a "musical union [which] demanded that there be not merely acceptance and understanding, but respect and love on both sides" (100). This idealization and its attendant assumptions lead Lomax to some remarkable generalizations. He seems to have trouble sympathizing completely with the Creoles, who he explains tended to have greater financial stability and higher social status than the blacks of New Orleans; despite their great pride in their musical ability (and technical training), Lomax implies that Creole musicians have less pure motives for their involvement in music than black musicians. He suggests, for example, that "music for the blacks was not primarily an avenue of self-advancement, as with the Creoles, but, first of all, sheer, unadulterated joy" (102), and that blacks brought a unique "toughness" to jazz-7 Morton's "take" on the music, significantly, was clearly opposed to Lomax's.
Morton saw jazz as a sophisticated art form, containing "the finest ideas from the greatest operas, symphonies, and overtures…. There's nothing finer than jazz music, because it comes from everything of the finest class music" (Transcript 36). In his notorious letter to Down Beat, (if Morton was indeed the author,) he derided W.C. Handy's jazz "ability," calling him a purveyor of "Folk Songs, Hymns, Anthems, etc." (Szwed 65 ). Lomax does not include this portion of the letter in his book.
having "had no music lessons, no family name, and no stable community life to support them" (100-1). Blacks have suffered more, and bring more honest feeling to their music, whereas Creoles are merely ambitious (and perhaps too technically trained to be genuine). Whatever Morton's own thoughts on his career, Lomax insists that "jazz for him was power, a way out of a narrow valley of Jim Crow and was our favorite in the Garden District. He was a light brown-skin boy from
Uptown" (MJR 60).
It is difficult to find compelling proof of racial discomfort or hostility in
Morton's own discussion of his life. What incriminating "evidence" exists in In addition to fixating on his (relatively) privileged racial identity, Lomax has other subtle ways of undermining Morton's credibility and authenticity. …scats is something that a lot of people don't understand and theyand they begin to believe that the first scat numbers was ever done was done by one of my hometown boys, Louis Armstrong. But I must take the credit away, since I know better. The first man that ever did a scat number in history of this country was a man from In one important respect, however, Morton fell short of his fellowshe was not moaning the blues, the lost and homeless, the freezingground-was-my-folding-bed-last-night-blues-he was not protesting against the way things were run, because within himself he accepted Jim Crow, economic inequality, frustration and his own eternal 12 For more detailed discussion of these events, see Reich and Gaines, That these remarks contain a criticism should not be mistaken: for Lomax, it is pathos, not "finesse," which constitutes authenticity; a shortage of emotion is a musician's worst sin in Lomax's estimation.
But this criticism is probably not strictly as personal as it may at first seem;
in The Land Where the Blues Began, Lomax argues that although it was the influence of the blues ("the blue feeling") that "attracted a very blue and lonely twentieth century to jazz" (LBB 440), Almost before it had begun to grow, jazz was made respectable, brought under control, and made to serve the purposes of the amusement industry rather than to express the anger, the anxiety, and the aspirations of the blacks who had created it.
However, the blues of the professional jazzman are never quite the real thing. In Lomax's analysis of jazz, as in his references to Morton, a lack of emotional suffering comes to explain both the effects and, ex post facto, the cause of jazz music's corruption: commercial success causes the musicians to lose touch with their roots in hardship (and their music, consequently, to lose its power); once this "fact" has been established, however, it is asserted that these musicians never suffered the way the true "folk" do (which now accounts for their music's lack of power).
Since Lomax is still conflicted about the authenticity of Morton and jazz generally, such rationalization is unfortunately not altogether rare in Mr. Jelly Roll.
More often, though, Lomax is content to revise Morton's story-not to say his identity-so that it fits his romantic ideal, dramatizing and exorcising "the painful burden of [Morton's] secrets, the sorrow of his lies and his pretensions" (MJR 37), creating or implying them when they fail to self-reveal. Despite his remaining reservations, his admiration for Morton's music is still unmistakable. But taken for its specifics, the book reveals as much about Lomax as about Morton's life, for more than anything, this is Lomax's project-Lomax, the voice of the folk and the savior of the history of Jazz. It was Lomax, according to himself, who "decided to find out how much of old New Orleans lived in [Morton's] mind" (xviii), and because of his efforts that "New Orleans and her boy, Jelly, were getting their hearing at the bar of history itself" (241). 13 The effect is a representation of Morton not as he hoped himself to be remembered, but as Lomax desired him to appear. If, later, he was afraid things had gone a bit too far and felt compelled to defend Jelly in his Preface against implications of braggery and racism from the "author" of
Jelly's Last Jam (one can't imagine where someone might have gotten such an impression), he manages to reassure himself with his belief that he created a new form of historical scholarship, and "since that day Jelly's diamond has glittered in every book and article on hot music" (242). In truth, Lomax almost certainly played a crucial role in establishing Morton's legacy, but the figure he established is one, in no small part, of his own design. 
